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This paper reports on research funded work in the UK, which seeks to advance the 
understanding of co-production in the context of a participatory design process 
aimed at the transformation of an urban space. 
It highlights the principles, approaches and methods of participatory design that 
promote co-production with view to overcome the limitations of mainstream 
engagement practice often tinted by perceived restrictions and preconceived 
limitations. 
 
1 Situating co-production within participatory design 
 
Participatory design, also known as co-design, has progressed as a means for 
achieving a higher level of involvement of users in significant decisions that affect 
their everyday life and working environment. Participatory design emerged out of the 
conviction and based on the evidence ‘that the environment works better if citizens 
are active and involved in its creation and management instead of being treated as 
passive consumers’ (Sanoff 2000).  
 
However, as participatory design is developing, concerns grow about the 
oversimplified and somewhat contested views of what participation entails. Sherry 
Arnstein (1969) warned us almost 50 years ago of the elusive nature of the term 
participation and argued that “there is a critical difference between going through 
the empty ritual of participation and having the real power needed to affect the 
outcome of the process” (p.216). Critical voices with mainstream engagement in 
architecture and planning (Till 2005) have pointed out that while participatory design 
processes support communities in taking part to decisions that affect their everyday 
environment - in many cases users’ views might be biased and limited to the 
“existing situation with its restrictions” or preconceived negative views. “Being 
asked about what they want, they may have problems conceptualising their wishes, 
articulating them even to themselves and even more communicating them to 
colleagues” (Granath 2001). 
 
In this talk, I begin by presenting a definition of co-production as a means for 
achieving a higher level of community empowerment. I then elaborate on the guiding 
principles for participatory design aimed to elicit a co-production process and more 
specifically propose methods developed within the context of our own case study in 
Newcastle upon Tyne (UK). Finally, I reflect on the synergies and challenges of 
participatory design within co-production. 
 
2 Co-production: from debate to action 
 
It is argued that co-production emerges in contexts where the welfare state, as in 
the UK, is unable or unwilling to deliver improvements of living environments and 
thus communities actively engage to make a substantial contribution to the delivery 
of those changes (Watson 2014, p. 63). Within this context, scholars (Brownill and 
Parker, 2010; Watson, 2014) have pointed to a turn from a collaboration to co-
production, in other words from debate to action. A result of this is the potentiality 
of co-production of working beyond the “established rules and procedures of 
governance” (Watson, 2014, p. 71). 
 
The real transformative capacity of co-production does not lie in what citizens 
can say or need but “what they can do” (Moulaert, 2000, quoted in Albrechts, 
2013, p.56). This starts to unearth skills and assets people may hold not for the 
benefit of the state agencies but for empowering themselves towards “the building 
of [a] strong, resilient and mutually supportive communit[y] that could assure […] 
their needs would be met” (p.57). 
 
Co-production is a process of “skilling and empowering [of] communities to 
manage their own living environments [and] deal effectively with state 
structures “ (Watson, 2014, p. 71). 
 
Mobilised communities committed to the transformation of their own living 
environment, are usually supported by NGOs including planners, architects and 
other built environment professionals. With the shift of the citizens becoming key 
stakeholders, the role of the built environment practitioner and planner also evolves 
from providing expertise to one of providing guidance and community support. This 
is not to say that practitioners relinquish their expertise, but rather it suggests a level 
of “guidance without controlling all the processes” (Watson, 2014, p. 69). As a 
result, co-production practitioners intend to “’ask the right questions rather than 
provide all the answers” and “should assist the community in finding answers for 
themselves”, and should be able to bring together physical and social aspects of 
the process” (p. 69). 
 
What follows is an account of the contribution that participatory design researchers 
and practitioners can make to elicit a co-production process when working 
collaboratively towards the implementation of changes in the built environment. 
 
3 Guiding principles of participatory design towards co-production 
 
Drawing from the definition of co-production, namely sustain engagement from 
debate to action, key position in the political decision-making process, 
empowerment and skilling process, several parallels can be established with 
participatory design. Since its origins, participatory design also advocates for the 
promotion of “empowerment and collective action where participants learn from 
their engagement in the process” (Sanoff 2006, p.132), “sense of community” and 
“place attachment” (p.135), “education and development of consciousness” and 
“mobilization for action” (p.140). 
 
In turn, our research aims to establish the driving principles of participatory design 
that promote co-production, namely:  
 
Guiding principles of participatory design aimed at co-production: 	
a) Being open-ended and inspirational 
b) Ethnographically driven 
c) Granting opportunities for empowerment 
d) Fostering skills and communities of practice 
 
a - Open-ended and inspirational  
 
Particularly important to researchers/practitioners facilitating a co-production 
process is to avoid setting closed briefs and agendas prior to engage community 
groups. Instead, in the first place, the engagement should aim at creating a new-
shared language between all parties that help activate dialogue and open up 
aspirations. Participation becomes a practice that provokes responses and 
energises users; therefore, instead of focusing on problem solving, participatory 
design methods should be inspirational. This is what we define as ‘inspirational 
participation’: a “way of drawing into the future and the unknown, using 
imagination as the basis for expression” (Sanders, 2005), an approach to 
stimulate imagination of all stakeholders involved, not only design 
practitioners. 
 
b - Ethnographically driven 
 
Considered as an approach to understand the everyday realities of people, 
ethnography focuses in gaining insights of existing settings from an insider 
perspective. “ There is a strong commitment in ethnography to describe the 
‘here and now’ before prescribing or even recommending future stages” 
(Blomberg and Karasti 2013, p.88). However, ethnography’s commitment to the 
present does not preclude ‘intermediate interventions’ (mock-ups, 
provocations […]) to ‘disrupt’ the present and make more visible the 
requirements of the future (ibid, p. 90). 
 
Through this approach, the designer also becomes a participant (a participant 
observant) thus enabling ‘situations where spontaneous interactions and shifts […] 
are afforded” (ibid, p.100) 
 
c - Opportunities for empowerment 
 
Rooted at the heart of co-production, granting opportunities for empowerment 
requires the particular craft of unearthing skills and capacities of community 
members. By deploying an appreciative attitude, researchers and practitioners 
ensure that “communities seeking to empower themselves [create] valuable 
roles for each person to play” (Sanoff 2006). In addition, fostering positive and 
consensual relationships with local institutions has the capacity to empower citizens 
in effectively dealing with state structures and influence change. 
 
d - Fostering skills and communities of practice 
 
Creating settings for mutual learning where skills and capacities from participants 
are acknowledged and supported is one of the aspirations of participatory design. 
This grants the opportunity of making together as a group, which in turn ignites a 
process of skilling, as participants learn from each other. This form of learning by 
doing has been described by Lave and Wenger (1991) as communities of practice: 
“groups of people who share a concern or a passion for something they do and 
learn how to do it better when they interact regularly”. More importantly, 
communities of practice ensure the long-term sustainability of co-produced 
initiatives as the group develops capacity to deliver future change. 
 
 
4 Participatory design approaches and methods towards co-production: DIY 
streets Fenham case study 
 
The following case study developed by the authors is presented to illustrate 
participatory design methods leading to co-production. 
 
Funded by a UK research council, this work was initially started by Sustrans, a 
leading UK charity that champions sustainable transport. 
 
Our involvement focused on articulating complementary participatory design 
methods that would widen the scope of the so-called DIY Streets, a project whose 
remit is to help communities redesign their neighbourhoods, making them more 
attractive, and conducive to walking and cycling and engage in a socio-spatial 
approach that would go beyond the delivery of the project.  
 
The DIY streets case study is set in Newcastle upon Tyne in the neighbourhood of 
Fenham – a socially mixed area with pockets of low-income council households with 
a dependence on state benefits. More specifically, the project addresses a car-
dominated street, where parking on pavement occurs and where public space is 
very limited. The street has two key civic institutions for residents and nearby 
community: the local Library and Community Pool, which are perceived as civic 
hubs. Furthermore, local schools and an allotment area behind the Library and Pool 
make up a large and varied group of potential stakeholders in the area. 
 
We draw our inspirational methods from interconnected and complementary 
activities involved in participatory design including making, telling and enacting 
(Sanders, 2013b). This approach enables to operate within a dynamic cycle where: 
 
• Making refers to the use of our hands to embody/express ideas in the 
creation of physical artefacts and to describe experiences and narratives.  
• Telling refers to a verbal description of the present and future potential 
scenarios. 
• Enacting temporary settings allows the use of the body in the environment 
in expressing ideas of potential future experiences. 
 
 
The table that follows describes the methods that were deployed over a period of 
one year to transform the space in between the Library and Pool into a community 
hub as well as their contribution to the co-production process: 
 
Guiding principles Methods Approach 
Open ended / Inspirational [SLIDE 13] 
1 Sensory mapping 
The Sensory Mapping 
consists of a physical model 
including elements that are 
“mysterious and elusive” 
(Gaver et al., 2004, 55) 
aiming to awake existing 
senses and evoke an 
imaginary feel for the street. 
Making / Telling 
 
[SLIDE 14] 
2 Temporary public space 
A temporary public space 
was built outside the Library 
and Pool to enact previous 
telling and making. The 
space enabled participants 
to tell in both verbal and 
embodied ways. 
 
Telling / Enacting 
Ethnographically driven [SLIDE 15] 
3 Street trial 
Mobile benches intend to 
inhabit and enact the street. 
”The aim of these 
provocative artefacts is not 
[only] to understand the 
[urban environment], but to 
expose both the possibilities 
and constraints on future 
design directions” (Blomberg 
and Karasti 2013, p.101) 
 
 
Telling / Enacting 
Empowerment [SLIDE 16] 
4 Focus group / 
Constituted group 
Large photographs were 
used to facilitate a discussion 
between stakeholders in a 
focus group and prompted 
ideas shared during previous 
events. Through sketching 
over the photographs, the 
ideas were rendered tangible 
and users immersed 
themselves in a process of 
envisioning the space. 
 
The focus group crystallised 
into a constituted group, 
which granted the capacity 
to apply for funding and 
consolidated the future 
sustainability of the space. 
 
Telling / Making 
Communities of practice [SLIDE 17] 
5 Pocket Park: 
building and gardening 
A significant moment in the 
co-production process was 
the construction of a 
permanent pocket park, 
which revealed a community 
of individuals with a 
collective belief in the need 
Making / Enacting 
of a public space. The group 
also was committed to the 
burdens of its construction 
as well as subsequent 
gardening and maintenance. 
 
5 Final reflections 
 
In the case study presented, a participatory design process engaged stakeholders 
in working together towards the delivery of a jointly defined outcome. The 
knowledge stakeholders gained throughout the process is tangible, engraved in the 
body and therefore remains longer than a discursive process. Stakeholders, after 
having enacted/experienced the space through temporary interventions, 
formed a focus group and applied for funding to build a permanent pocket 
park, a social space in the public realm. The local councillor / politician stated 
that: ‘This Pocket Park has provided the opportunity for the first time for all 
stakeholders and institutions to sit together around a table to envisage a future for 
the area.’  
 
To conclude, it would be pertinent to articulate some final reflections of such 
process: 
 
• Not all participatory design processes lead to co-production – i.e. building 
community capacity that opens up new opportunities thus going beyond the 
original expectations. 
• Such process depends on specific contexts and situations. In particular, the 
creation of communities of practice relies on previous skills that might be 
jeopardised in contexts of deprivation. The daily preoccupations with 
“sorting out some of the basic problems of life” (Madanipour 2004, 271) 
undermine skills and capacity of living together. 
• An open ended and inspirational process might clash with current 
governance as funders require the certainty of aprioristic outputs, which 
goes against the open-ended nature of the process. 
• Similarly, an ethnographic approach requires a sustained commitment from 
the researcher / practitioner. ‘Being there’ can be a limiting factor for 
facilitators of co-production, as they might need to compromise their 
availability if research or participatory budget is restricted. 
• Doing participatory design is a craft that requires skills that cannot be over-
stated: i. the pace at which to progress and provide community support 
whilst help channel the group’s energy towards achieving their vision; ii. 
Choosing tools/ provocative artefacts to deploy, and when; iii. Designing the 
tools/ artefacts themselves - the micro-level choices made are vital to their 
success in engaging people meaningfully; iv. Understanding when to step 
back from the process. 
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